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PERSONAL FINANCES 


It’s tax time again. 
Is that good or bad? 


The IRS began accepting and processing tax returns for individuals on Monday. Mark Lennihan, AP file 


How it affects you: What to know for the 
second year of Trump plan as IRS season begins 


Sarah Skidmore Sell Associated Press 


The IRS began accepting and processing tax returns for 
individuals on Monday. 

Last year’s filing season was an adjustment for taxpayers 
and industry professionals alike as it was the first under a 
massive overhaul of federal tax law. Although this year’s sea- 
son is expected to be more sedate, there are a few tweaks to 
be aware of. 


STANDARD DEDUCTION 

The standard deduction doubled under the new tax law 
that took effect in 2018. In turn, the number of taxpayers 
who took that instead of itemizing on their taxes jumped 
sharply. An estimated 90% of taxpayers are expected to take 
the deduction this year. 

Although the standard deduction usually increases each 
year for inflation, it’s worth keeping the figure in mind as 
taxpayers adjust to the new system. Some people may still 
want to run through the exercise of deciding whether to 
itemize or not. The decision comes down to whether your 
deductible expenses are greater than the standard deduc- 
tion. Tax preparation software or a tax professional can walk 
you through this with ease. 

Single individuals now get a standard deduction of 
$12,200, and married individuals filing jointly qualify for a 
standard deduction of $24,400. Head of household individ- 
uals get a standard deduction of $18,350. 


OPIOID CRISIS 


HEALTH INSURANCE 

New this year: There is no longer a penalty on federal 
taxes for not having health insurance, something that was 
put in place by the Affordable Care Act. However, some 
states may still penalize you for not having health insurance, 
warns Lisa Greene-Lewis, a CPA and tax expert at TurboTax. 


DIVORCE 

Anyone who got divorced after 2018 and pays alimony can 
no longer deduct alimony payments. And ex-spouses who 
receive alimony are no longer required to claim it as income. 
Got divorced before 2018? The old rules still apply unless you 
update your decree to state specifically that the new rules 
are reflected. 


EXTENDERS 
Congress passed a bill that includes tax extenders, which 
renew tax provisions that had expired or were going to expire 
soon. Here are a handful that you may want to take note of: 
> People who are required to pay private mortgage insur- 
ance along with their mortgage can again deduct it. Kathy 
Pickering, chief tax officer at H&R Block, said that this 
represents a substantial expense for some — in the $2,500 
to $4,500 range. 


SEE TAX TIME, A8 


Cuyahoga, Summit counties receive settlements 


Eric Heisig eheisig@cleveland.com 


Both Cuyahoga and Summit counties in recent weeks 
received a large portion of the hundreds of millions of dol- 
lars they agreed to take from drug companies to settle opi- 
oid lawsuits. 

Cuyahoga County says it has received about $116.7 mil- 
lion, and Summit County has received more than $104 mil- 
lion, officials from both counties said. The payouts repre- 
sent a large portion, though not all, of the money each will 
receive. A portion of the money each county receives will go 
to pay attorneys’ fees and costs. 

The payouts came from drugmakers Mallinckrodt, Teva, 
Endo, Allergan and Johnson & Johnson, as well as distribu- 
tors AmerisourceBergen, McKesson, Henry Schein and the 
Ohio-based Cardinal Health. 

They reached settlement packages worth more than $325 
million with the counties to avert what would have been the 
nation’s first federal opioid trial. The counties said manufac- 
turers downplayed the addictive risks of prescription pain- 
killers while distributors failed to flag suspiciously large 
orders of pills, leading to one of the worst public health cri- 
ses in recent history. The companies deny wrongdoing. 

Under the agreements, Cuyahoga County receives 62% 
of the settlement proceeds, while Summit County receives 
38%. 


Lotteries, A2 Go & Do, A2 


Metro, A4 


Cuyahoga County previously outlined a plan for how it 
would spend some of the opioid money, saying it would 
bolster treatment for addicts, pay for prevention programs 
and invest in some agencies hit hard by the epidemic. It 
has not said how it would use larger settlements it reached 
in October, right before the trial was set to commence. 


SEE SETTLEMENT, A8 


Nation & World, A6 Deaths, A21 Forum, E1 Sports, B1 


Several 
drug 
companies 
reached 
settlement 
packages 
worth more 
than $325 
million 
with the 
counties to 
avert what 
would have 
been the 
nation’s 
first federal 
opioid trial. 
Dreams- 
time/TNS 


8 
TV listings, P2 Cr Mostly cloudy 
Customer service: To subscribe or report delivery issues, call 216-999-6000 


Global emergency 
declared over 


coronavirus. A6 


Tri-C High School 
Rock Off starts 
this weekend. 11 


BLOCK GRANTS 


Ohio Democrats 
decry Trump 
administration 
Medicaid plan 


Proponents say new 
proposal will give states 
unprecedented flexibility 


Sabrina Eaton seaton@cleveland.com 


Democrats including Ohio’s U.S. Sen. 
Sherrod Brown on Thursday criticized a 
new Trump administration Medicaid plan 
as a backdoor way to cut the program’s 
spending and jeopardize health care for the 
people it covers. 

The director of the Center for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services, Seema Verma, 
described her agency’s new Healthy Adult 
Opportunity initiative as a “groundbreak- 
ing new policy” that would provide “an 
innovative and historical approach to sur- 
mounting Medicaid’s structural chal- 
lenges.” 

She said Medicaid coverage expan- 
sions that were part of the Affordable Care 
Act have escalated its costs, crowding out 
other priorities and threatening state bud- 
gets. Verma said states that have tried to 
craft innovative Medicaid programs have 
been thwarted by a rigid federal bureau- 
cracy that’s too focused on process instead 
of outcomes and doesn’t address the needs 
of beneficiaries. The new program will give 
states unprecedented flexibility to alter 
their programs in exchange for greater 
management accountability and demon- 
strating real results, she said. 


PROGRAM WOULD BE VOLUNTARY 

She said states aren’t obliged to partici- 
pate in the new block grant program, and 
it won’t let states strip benefits or limit eli- 
gibility. 

“This is an invitation for states to work 
with us to make Medicaid more flexible, 
more person-centered and more focused 
on improving the health of those it serves,” 
added Health and Human Services Secre- 
tary Alex Azar. 

Astatement from Brown called the Med- 
icaid block granting “short-sighted,” and 
said it would limit Ohio’s ability to fight 
public health crises like addiction and 
maternal mortality. It said that if Trump 
successfully implements the block grant 
funding plan, it will limit the amount of 
funding states like Ohio can receive from 
the federal government to cover health care 
expenses covered by Medicaid expansion. 

He noted that more than 600,000 Ohio- 
ans have now have health care coverage 
because of that expansion, and denounced 
President Donald Trump and Republi- 
cans in Congress for pursuing policies that 
“undermine Ohioans’ health care and put 
health coverage at risk.” 

“We should be working to expand health 
care and health resources for Ohio families, 
not restrict them,” Brown’s statement said. 


CRITICISM WIDESPREAD 

A statement that Warrensville Heights 
Democratic Rep. Marcia Fudge posted on 
Twitter described the block grant proposal 
as “nothing more than a despicable attempt 
to strip health care from vulnerable citi- 
zens. 

“Whether it’s cuts to Medicaid, SNAP, 
or affordable housing, this Administration 
has been fully engaged in a war on people 
in need,” Fudge continued. 

Niles-area Democratic Rep. Tim Ryan 
called it “disgraceful” in his own Twitter 
statement. 

“President Trump continues to try and 
break our nation’s health care system,” said 
Ryan. “Now he wants to cut coverage for 
our friends and neighbors most in need?” 

A statement from the National Women’s 
Law Center noted that converting Medicaid 
funding into block grants was a central part 


SEE MEDICAID, A16 
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